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The use of social media in daily life is dramatically increasing all over the world and 
microblogging websites, particularly Twitter, have become widespread and excessively used. 
These web-based mediums of communication host significant social interaction and distinctive 
user-generated content that are characterized by the use of unique lexical choices and 
structures. This has led to emergent and diversified research investigating how different the 
linguistic behavior on these web-based platforms is from other forms of interactions. A 
controversial linguistic phenomenon on social media is the use of offensive language, which is 
on the increase and suggests a new domain of linguistic research to answer many questions that 
have arisen in light of this phenomenon. This phenomenon applies to many languages one of 
which is Arabic, especially where colloquial Arabic is concerned. This study examines the 
expressive functions of offensive language on Twitter which were written in Arabic by 
Egyptians. It also examines the pragmatic categories utilized when this offensive language 
occurs, as well as the contextual triggers of this type of language.  A large purposeful sample 
of 482 tweets was collected from the Twitter website from different Egyptian tweeps writing 
in colloquial Arabic. Based on Culpeper’s (2010) impoliteness formulae, the collected data was 
classified into four pragmatic categories: insults, pointed criticism or complaints, negative 
expressives, and challenging or unpalatable questions. The results show that the offensive 
language used on Twitter serves expressive functions such as hate, anger, and sarcasm. The 
results also show that the most common contexts that trigger this offensive use of language are 
political, economic, personal, and soccer games. The study concludes that the use of offensive 
language on Twitter has become conventionalized and accepted by this speech community.  
Keywords: offensive language, impoliteness, computer-mediated communication, Twitter 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
Introduction 
Due to the spontaneously developing use of language, novel research problems emerge 
every day in the field of applied linguistics. One of the recently emerging research areas that 
still has numerous gaps to be explored is the computer-mediated discourse. The emergence of 
a register containing more vulgar and aggressive language suggests a need for a pragmatic 
analysis to explore the characteristics of this language, how it is used, and how it develops 
(Herring, Stein, & Virtanen, 2013).  A new-found feature of discourse used on computer-
mediated interaction is the growing use of profanity and offensive language (Chen, Zhou, Zhu, 
& Xu, 2012; Reyes, Rosso, & Buscaldi, 2012; Xiang, Fan, Wang, Hong, & Rose, 2012). The 
nature of the offensive language, how it evolves, its implications, and in what contexts it is 
likely to be used prompt interest in exploring this phenomenon. Therefore, the current study 
attempts to investigate the functions and implications of the offensive language used on Twitter 
by Egyptian tweeps (Twitter users).  
In order to investigate the functions and the contexts of offensive language on Twitter, 
impoliteness will be of significant relevance. Therefore, there are important relevant key 
concepts that should be highlighted in relation to impoliteness. The following sections cover 
how scholars of pragmatics defined impoliteness, and the emergence of social media and 
microblogging and its relation to the use of offensive language in virtual communication.  
Impoliteness 
Defining the notion of impoliteness involves beliefs, attitudes, and social norms. Hence, 
many researchers find that conceptualizing the term impoliteness is quite challenging. 
Impoliteness is not merely the opposite of politeness, but it is even more complicated and 
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multifaceted. In early research studies, impoliteness was restricted to interlocutors’ misuse of 
the principles of politeness in a conversation. However, some scholars were highly interested 
in investigating impoliteness from perspectives that are different from that of Brown and 
Levinson (1987) in their theory of politeness. Culpeper (2010) defined impoliteness as “a 
negative attitude towards specific behaviors occurring in specific contexts” (p2010:3233). He 
elaborated on his definition of impoliteness saying that: 
[…] situated behaviors are viewed negatively when they conflict with how one expects 
them to be, how one wants them to be or how one thinks they ought to be. These 
behaviors always have or are presumed to have emotional consequences for at least one 
participant, that is, they cause or are presumed to cause offence (p3233).  
Thus, when impoliteness occur in a linguistic behavior (in a face-to-face interaction), it happens 
purposefully and does not merely occur unintentionally (Culpeper, 1996, 2005, 2010; 
Culpeper, Bousfield, & Wichmann, 2003). In other words, there is also intended or hidden 
meaning representations for such impolite behavior. With respect to Twitter as a social network 
for online interaction, the use of offensive language does not occur arbitrarily, but it is used 
intentionally and has its meaning representations. The current study investigates what can be 
called impoliteness manifested in computer-mediated communication. This kind of 
impoliteness can be framed as any linguistic behavior which occurs in a virtual interaction that 
reflects contempt, rudeness, profanity, insult, or hate. 
Twitter and the era of digital media 
Social media has become a very significant daily practice to almost everyone who has 
access to the internet. The number of social media users is dramatically increasing every day.  
Microblogging, which is defined as writing short messages or posts on a website, has become 
particularly widespread and frequently used by internet users all over the world. The linguistic 
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output of microblogging in social media is one of the rich resources for linguistic analysis. 
There are a number of reasons that made microblogging a major interest for applied linguistics 
researchers, one of which is that “microblogging has appeared relatively recently; there are a 
[sic] few research works that were devoted to this topic” (Pak & Paroubek, 2010:1320). 
Another reason is the nature of the linguistic content of microblogging. In the case of Twitter, 
it is one of the most popular and commonly used microblogging sites since users are restricted 
to posting short 140-character messages known as tweets on a shared ‘stream’ known as a 
timeline to a number of interactants known as “followers” or “tweeps”.  Tweeps (twitter users) 
can follow each other so long as they do not have their accounts protected (a follow request is 
needed to be able to follow a protected account). Hence, the nature of Twitter allows people 
who do not know each other to interact easily, share opinions, news, and also to socialize. 
Furthermore, many tweeps prefer to keep their real personalities unknown and choose fake 
identities and fake names to represent themselves. As a result, a large number of tweeps have 
started to use language very bluntly as they perceive no threat to their face. All of the above 
reasons made Twitter platform a very rich source of data for the current study.  
Offensive language in social media 
The use of offensive or inappropriate language in social media is a significant human 
linguistic behavior since it “meta-represents” meanings and implications that go beyond the 
mere physical words (Reyes et al., 2012). In other words, the offensive words or expressions 
convey an implicature and a hidden meaning rather than the mere surface meaning. The 
emergence of Web-based mediums has introduced distinct types of social interaction and 
significant user-generated content, and as a result new feelings and attitudes started to appear 
and have become ubiquitous. Some people started to escape reality and resort to virtual world 
and virtual relationships, creating different names and characters for themselves. Some 
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researchers assume that Twitter user-generated content gives insights into people’s emotions 
and how they express them (Thornton, 2013). People started to use the offensive language 
freely as they hardly know each other and their face is not threatened. The different nature of 
interaction on these web-based platforms and the language used on these social networks 
suggest a number of linguistic research problems that need to be investigated within a 
framework of impoliteness.  
With respect to impoliteness, most research studies investigated conflictive illocutions 
in face-to-face interactions. The approach to impoliteness in the current study is different as 
discourse used in virtual interaction in social media when tweeting, writing comments, chatting 
or even sharing posts is of a distinct nature. A tweet takes the form of a written text, but it also 
has some features of spoken discourse due to the instant interaction with other users in social 
media. To put it differently, in face-to-face interaction, speakers are subject to “the rule of self-
respect and the rule of considerateness; a situation in which a speaker would be keen on saving 
his or her own face as well as the other’s” (Upadhyay, 2010:110). The case in social media 
interaction is dramatically different as interactants do not generally consider what the other 
would feel or think of them, or whether their linguistic behavior would be accepted or rejected 
by other interactants. Twitter is a typical example of social media interaction as tweeps – twitter 
users – interact with each other on the timeline instantly. When a tweep uses crude or offensive 
language, it is not necessarily to attack or offend another tweep, but in many cases offensive 
language is used to express an opinion or reflect on an incident. In many situations when a 
tweet includes profanity or offensive language, a tweep would not expect an offensive or 
defensive response from other tweeps. Tweets, therefore, have a different illocutionary force 
from that of face-to-face interaction. In such cases, offensive language is mostly used to reflect 
different emotional states of the tweep such as anger, hate, ridicule, sarcasm or contempt.   
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Statement of the research problem  
Social networks have become very important and popular on the World Wide Web 
today. Consequently, the number of people using social media is dramatically increasing all 
over the world as is the amount of online user-generated content (Chen et al., 2012; Xiang et 
al., 2012). As a result, a rapid increase in microblogging by social media users has been noted, 
and the lack of a need to protect one’s face in this microblogging context has led to the increase 
in offensive content (Chen et al., 2012). The researcher in the current study observed, as a 
tweep for more than six years, that there is a dramatic increase in using profanities and 
offensive language on twitter, and the tweeps’ reactions to the use of offensive language have 
significantly over the years. Tweeps used to react negatively, and sometimes aggressively, to 
the use of this language rejecting it and some tweeps preferred to block tweeps who use 
offensive language. Nevertheless, these profanities and offensive language have become more 
accepted and conventionalized as a norm of the Twitter speech community. In addition, tweeps 
hardly ever block or unfollow other tweeps who use such language. Tweeps nowadays no 
longer feel offended when offensive language is used, and they have become more accustomed 
to this language. As a result, the use of offensive language on Twitter which was once a marked 
usage has now become an unmarked usage. 
Very little research has been done on the use of offensive language in social media and 
a few studies have been devoted to this topic (Pak & Paroubek, 2010). Recent studies 
investigating offensive language on Twitter have been conducted from a computational 
linguistics perspective (Chen et al., 2012; Xiang et al., 2012). There is no research found in the 
literature investigating the phenomenon of offensive Arabic language used on Twitter. In 
addition, the linguistic content of tweeting which appeared relatively recently suggests that 
there are pragmatic interpretations that need to be investigated and analyzed. Different from 
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the current study, most previous studies on impoliteness focused mainly on the use of offensive 
language in face-to-face interactions. The present study is trying to break the mold and explore 
the offensive language used in social media discourse where face-to-face interaction is not 
involved and participants do not feel constrained to maintain social norms or enhance 
relationships.  
It is worth mentioning that the literature reveals that social networks, particularly 
Twitter, contain extensive data that constitutes rich source for analysis for the diversity of 
attitudes, values, beliefs, and linguistic behaviors. For example, it has been claimed by a 
number of researchers that Twitter “provides a forum for inconsequentiality and narcissism” 
(Arceneaux & Weiss, 2010). Other scholars believe that the information retrieved from this 
social network gives ‘insights’ into people’s emotions and how they express them (Thornton, 
2013) . All of this encourages the researcher to explore that linguistic phenomenon growing on 
Twitter. Finally, it would be a contribution to the literature if this study resulted in a framework 
for investigating impoliteness and offensive language in social media and internet-mediated 
communication.  
Research question(s) 
The discursive pragmatic use of offensive language is generating a number of research 
questions that have the potential to have the potential to serve as a catalyst in the investigation 
of impoliteness from a very different perspective. The current study addresses the following 
questions: 
1. What are the functions of offensive language utilized on Twitter? 
2. What are the pragmatic categories of offensive language used on Twitter? 
3. What contexts trigger the use of offensive language on Twitter? 
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Theoretical and operational definitions 
In the following section, the theoretical and operation definitions used in this study will be 
explained. 
Theoretical definitions 
The theoretical definitions upon which this study is based are conventionalized 
impoliteness, offensive language, functions of language, impoliteness formulae, and context. 
Conventionalized impoliteness 
Conventionalized impoliteness is when a specific impolite or offensive expression is 
considered conventionalized in a given context by a speaker of a specific language. When 
Culpeper (2010) came to define his conventionalized impoliteness, he explained that there is 
‘a pragmatic meaning’ which is ‘conventionally associated’ with an expression of impoliteness. 
In other words, there are certain language forms that co-occur in specific contexts which make 
them conventionalized. When applying this definition to impoliteness in social media, research 
may reveal that there are specific contexts in which these offensive words or expressions have 
become conventionalized by users of social media.  
Offensive language 
It is quite difficult to establish a universally valid definition for offensive language. 
Generally speaking, the term is used to indicate words or expressions that are inappropriate to 
be used publicly or in an everyday normal conversation (Chen et al., 2012; Fitzgerald, 
Sapolsky, & McClung, 2009; Jay & Janschewitz, 2008; Xiang et al., 2012). Specific to the 
context of this study, words and expressions that have sexual or crude connotations and that 
8 
 
are considered taboo outside specific and constrained in-group contexts within Egyptian 
society are counted as offensive. 
Functions of language 
 Functions of language are defined as “characteristic uses or purposes of language” 
(Allott, 2010:81). It is the “use of language to convey information about states of affairs”. 
Jakobson (1960) proposed six functions for language: referential, expressive, conative, phatic, 
metalingual, and poetic. The typically representative function that applies to the collected data 
in the current study is the expressive function. Jakobson defined the emotive or “expressive 
function of language as “a direct expression of the speaker's attitude toward what he is speaking 
about. It tends to produce an impression of a certain emotion, whether true or feigned … A 
man, using expressive features to indicate his angry or ironic attitude, conveys ostensible 
information” (Jakobson, 1960:4). 
Impoliteness formulae 
In Culpeper’s (2010) conventionalized impoliteness formulae, he identified a number of 
categories under which he classified the impolite patterns he collected from his data of spoken 
discourse. Culpeper’s pragmatic categories are patterns which “are semantically congruent in 
some way and which have grammatically patterned co-texts. They create specific meanings as 
a whole” (Culpeper, 2010:3242). Meaning is understood to include pragmatic meanings. 
Culpeper (2010) grouped these categories according to their structural commonalities. The 
following categories are excerpted from Culpeper’s (2010) conventionalized impoliteness 





1. Personalized negative vocatives 
- [you] [fucking/rotten/dirty/fat/little/etc.] 
[moron/fuck/plonker/dickhead/berk/pig/shit/bastard/loser/liar/minx/brat/ 
slut/squirt/sod/bugger, etc.] [you] 
2. Personalized negative assertions 
- [you] [are] [so/such a] 
[shit/stink/thick/stupid/bitchy/bitch/hypocrite/disappointment/gay/nuts/nuttier than a fruit 
cake/hopeless/pathetic/fussy/terrible/fat/ugly/etc.] 
- [you] [can’t do] [anything right/basic arithmetic/etc.] 
- [you] [disgust me/make me] [sick/etc.] 
3. Personalized negative references 
- [your] [stinking/little] [mouth/act/arse/body/corpse/hands/guts/trap/breath/etc.] 
4. Personalized third-person negative references (in the hearing of the target) 
- [the] [daft] [bimbo] 
- [she] [’s] [nutzo] 
Pointed criticisms/complaints 
- [that/this/it] [is/was] [absolutely/extraordinarily/unspeakably/etc.] 
[bad/rubbish/crap/horrible/terrible/etc.] 
Challenging or unpalatable questions and/or presuppositions 
- why do you make my life impossible? 
- which lie are you telling me? 
- what’s gone wrong now? 




Negative expressives (e.g. curses, ill-wishes) 
- [go] [to hell/hang yourself/fuck yourself] 
- [damn/fuck] [you]  (p3240-3241) 
Context 
Context is one of the most common notions that is used in researching linguistics. Context 
can be defined as “a source of clues that aid the hearer in working out what the speaker intended 
to convey… the context of an utterance is often thought of as everything that’s available to be 
brought to bear on the utterance’s interpretation, except the form or the content of the phrase 
or the sentence uttered” (Allott, 2010:38-39). The context of an utterance must also include all 
the information about “the immediate physical environment and the prior discourse” (Allott, 
2010:39). Investigating context is “analyzing the parts of meaning that can be explained by 
knowledge of the physical and social world, and the socio-psychological factors influencing 
communication” (Cutting, 2005:2). Huang (2007) defined context from a broad sense as “any 
relevant features of the dynamic setting or environment in which a linguistic unit is 
systematically used” Huang (2007:13). He distinguished between two types of context: 
physical context and linguistic context. The physical context refers to “the physical setting of 
the utterance” while the linguistic context refers to “the surrounding utterances in the same 
discourse” (Huang, 2007:13). 
Operational definitions 
The operational definitions used in this study are pragmatic categories, expressive 
functions, contextual triggers. 
Pragmatic categories 
As per Culpeper’s (2010) impoliteness formulae, four pragmatic categories are selected to 
describe the impoliteness formulae utilized through the use of offensive language on Twitter. 
The four categories are insults, pointed criticism/complaints, challenging or unpalatable 
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questions and/or presuppositions and negative expressives. There are other categories in 
Culpeper’s impoliteness formulae (condescensions, dismissals, silencers, and threats), but they 
do not apply to the nature of the collected data from Twitter. They typically apply to spoken 
discourse in face-to-face interactions, but they almost never occur in online, virtual interaction. 
With respect to the impoliteness utilized on Twitter through the use of offensive language, the 
three categories are particularly selected as each of them represents linguistic patterns 
identified in the collected data that is labelled as offensive.  
Expressive functions 
In terms of Jakobson (1960) definition of expressive functions, the current study will investigate 
the functions of offensive language utilized in the Arabic tweets in order to identify the emotions 
communicated through the use of such offensive language.  
Contextual triggers 
In light of the theoretical definition of context, the current study will investigate the clues 
to identify the dynamic setting or the immediate environment of the tweets that triggers the 
use of offensive language. This analysis will involve both the topical context represented in 
the circumstances, events, or experiences associated with the tweet including offensive 
language and the linguistic context represented in the lexical items used in the tweet that refer 
to the setting and the reason for using offensive language.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
The use of offensive language in social media is a phenomenon that could be 
approached from different perspectives. The current study proposes three research questions 
that investigate the use of offensive language on Twitter from a pragmatic perspective: the 
pragmatic categories of the offensive language on Twitter, the implicatures of this offensive 
language when it is used by tweeps, and the contexts that trigger the use of this offensive 
language on Twitter. In this chapter, the researcher will review the literature with respect to the 
concept of impoliteness and a special focus is given to the works of Culpeper (1996, 2003, 
2005, 2008, 2010). This chapter also review the literature of computer-mediated 
communication and computer-mediated impoliteness and offensive language. 
Culpeper’s impoliteness 
There has been a great deal of research exploring politeness theories and how 
communicative strategies are utilized in order to maintain a harmonious interaction among 
interlocutors. Culpeper was quite interested in exploring the opposite side: impoliteness. In 
1996, he started to investigate the notions of inherent and mock impoliteness and what 
contextual factors could be associated with it. He attempted to build a framework for 
impoliteness to parallel Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness but working in the opposite 
direction. In this study, he investigated communicative strategies of impoliteness in the army 
training discourse and in drama dialogue (Culpeper, 1996:359). Culpeper (1996) suggested 
impoliteness superstrategies opposite to those politeness superstrategies introduced by Brown 
and Levinson (1987). He explained that these superstrategies of impoliteness are directly used 
to attack and damage face. He suggested five impoliteness superstrategies: bald on record 
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impoliteness1, positive impoliteness2, negative impoliteness3, sarcasm or mock politeness4, and 
withhold politeness5. Culpeper clarified that adopting impoliteness in the army training context, 
which he was examining, was not a haphazard behavior due to a disagreement or a dispute 
taking place. On the contrary, it was purposefully implemented in a “systematic way” to reflect 
the nature of the job they were preparing themselves for. The data Culpeper (1996) used for 
analysis was a documentary called Soldier Girls which had been filmed at an American recruit 
training base in 1980. Culpeper (1996) focused on a six-minute-interview with a sergeant, who 
was a woman, after receiving a punishment for not performing well. According to his 
classification of impoliteness superstrategies, Culpeper found that the strategies employed in 
the interview with the sergeant were mainly of positive impoliteness such as using taboo 
language like bullshit, ass, damn, goddamn. Also, a number of negative impoliteness strategies 
were implemented such as using little to refer to the sergeant and “associating her with negative 
aspects”. Very few examples of sarcasm and mock politeness, which the sergeant used in the 
interview, were to stress her disapproval (Culpeper, 1996:363). Culpeper in this study tried to 
create a framework for impoliteness suggesting five superstrategies of impoliteness opposite 
to those of Brown and Levinson’s politeness. However, his application was somewhat limited 
as the setting of the data collected was an army environment. In his following works, Culpeper 
developed his framework of impoliteness through different applications and sources of data.  
In 2003, Culpeper, Bousfield, and Wichmann revisited Culpeper’s impoliteness 
framework in order to justify ‘why an impoliteness framework was needed’ and to investigate 
whether the impoliteness strategies that were suggested in his early work in 1996 would occur 
                                                          
1 Bald on record impoliteness: implementing a face threatening act in a direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way when 
minimal politeness is required.  
2 Positive impoliteness: the use of strategies designed to damage the addressee’s positive wants. 
3 Negative impoliteness: the use of strategies designed to damage the addressee’s negative face wants.  
4 Sarcasm or mock politeness: when face threatening act is implemented through using a politeness strategy that is not 
sincere 
5 Withhold politeness: When the speaker maintains no strategy of politeness deliberately /clear and direct impoliteness. 
(Culpeper, J. 1996:356-357) 
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in other types of discourse (Culpeper, Bousfield, & Wichmann, 2003:1545). Culpeper et al. 
(2003) proposed three types of actions which can be the reason for face damage. First, it could 
be a direct malicious or spiteful action by the offending person in order to deliberately insult 
the addressee. Second, it could be an accidental action that unintentionally causes an offense. 
Third, it could be an “incidental offense” which is triggered by the action itself not the language 
use (Culpeper et al., 2003:1550). They investigated the communicative strategies of 
impoliteness in a BBC TV documentary, and focused on disputes between traffic wardens and 
car owners. Culpeper et al. (2003) found that impoliteness strategies classified in Culpeper 
(1996) existed in the car parking disputes they analyzed. They concluded that in the setting of 
car parking disputes “people choose to expedite their goals” as they choose to attack face rather 
than protecting it (Culpeper et al., 2003:1575). They also pointed out that there were two 
options of response when an impoliteness utterance occurred: Offensive-Defensive and 
Offensive-Offensive. 
In 2005, Culpeper continues working on his model of impoliteness and proposes a 
detailed and more succinct definition for the notion of impoliteness, considering definitions 
made by other researchers such as Tracy and Tracy (1998) and Goffman (1967). Tracy and 
Tracy (as cited in Culpeper 2005:38) defined face attacks as communicative acts that are 
intentionally and purposefully offensive which are directing an insult to the hearer. Goffman 
(as cited in Culpeper 2005:38) pointed out that the acts intend to cause a direct open insult. 
Culpeper explained that impoliteness is not an “incidental offence”;  it almost never occurs 
unintentionally; it is not considered ‘bald on record politeness’; and it is difficult to be 
considered as ‘banter’ (Culpeper, 2005:37). Culpeper examined here a TV game show called 
The Weakest Link which was based on contests among a number of participants. It was a live 
entertainment show that had a studio audience, remote TV audience, and a host, and it was 
based on question-answer sequences and contestants. Culpeper analyzed phonetic and prosodic 
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aspects of the speakers’ utterances during the show. He found that sound patterns used by 
speakers (specifically the host Anne Robinson) were flouting “the maxim of manner 
implicating particular impolite beliefs” (Culpeper, 2005:51). Culpeper added a new 
impoliteness strategy in this paper which was “off-record impoliteness” that implicated 
sarcasm and mockery. Culpeper concluded that “communicative resources for impoliteness go 
well beyond lexical and grammatical aspects” (Culpeper, 2005:68). Offense was largely 
communicated in The Weakest Link through prosodic aspects. Culpeper (2005) pointed out that 
many impolite instances would have never been understood without prosody. He added that 
impoliteness could be entertaining when employed creatively and in a funny way. Finally, 
Culpeper referred to the argument of whether impoliteness in the context of The Weakest Link 
and others (military training) was genuine; he argued against this point claiming that it 
depended on the ‘counter-strategies’ and ‘non-verbal interaction’ and whether the addressee 
considered the action as a face-threat or not. 
One of the most significant contributions made by Culpeper on impoliteness is his 
conventionalized impoliteness formulae. Based on the work of Terkourafi (2001) on formulaic 
politeness expressions, Culpeper (2010) proposed his framework of conventionalized 
impoliteness formulae, and he also proposed two methods for identifying ‘conventionalized 
impoliteness formulae’. Culpeper meant by conventionalized here “the pragmatic meaning 
which is associated with an expression …” (Culpeper, 2010:3237).  He collected different 
datasets: tapped phone calls, fly-on-the-wall documentaries, fly-on-the-wall pseudo 
documentaries, “exploitative” TV shows, and graffiti dialogues. The data collected by 
Culpeper was situated exclusively in a British culture-based context. Culpeper listed a number 
of pragmatic categories in his impoliteness conventionalized impoliteness formulae: insults, 
pointed criticisms or complaints, challenging or unpalatable questions and or presuppositions, 
condescension, message enforcers, dismissals, silencers, threats and negative expressives 
16 
 
(Culpeper, 2010:3243). Some of these categories apply to the social media impoliteness that is 
investigated in the present study. Culpeper (2010) also identified a number of implicatures that 
are used in analyzing data in the current study: hate, personal attack to cause offense, sarcasm, 
anger, and humor. 
Web 2.0 and computer-mediated communication 
When the World Wide Web first started, its content depended primarily on the web 
creator, and there was no interactive content of any kind. Since then, web 2.0 has emerged to 
introduce a new era of user-generated content social media, a phenomenon which has enriched 
the transformed the use of language over the last decades. Social media is a broad term that 
encompasses all websites and platforms that facilitate social interaction among people around 
the world and allows internet users to share a variety of content on the web. In addition, the 
type of data available in social media is quite interesting for linguists since there are new 
meanings that are emerging in this virtual environment. Research on the language used on the 
internet, especially in social media, is relatively new, having started during the late 90s and 
significantly followed by a boom during the 21st century. This field of research is known as 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) or web-based discourse. A variety of linguistic 
disciplines have turned their research focus on web-based discourse. 
Many linguists have become concerned with exploring “the role of social media in 
individuals’ self-expression and person perception. Specifically, it has been established that 
individuals’ online representations of themselves correspond quite accurately to others’ 
impressions of their personality” (Strain, Saucier, & Martens, 2015:123). The heavy use of 
social networks in everyday life by different people of all ages and the different communicative 
interactions taking place resulted in novel forms and patterns of discourse that are changing 
and developing. In addition to this, social media platforms, particularly Facebook and Twitter, 
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provide an enormous amount of language content that is reachable and can be effortlessly 
collected and downloaded. This encouraged researchers to turn their attention to online content 
produced by social media users. One of the noticeable features that characterizes online 
discourse is the excessive use of offensive language; this comes as a result from the fact that 
there is no face-to-face interaction in the computer-mediated communications, and this 
encouraged social media users to adopt impolite linguistic behaviors and use blunt crude and 
offensive words or expressions.  
Computer-mediated impoliteness and offensive language 
Brennan and Ohaeri (1999) raised the question as to why people who were interacting 
online behaved less politely than in physical interactions. They claimed that interactants in the 
virtual world are “depersonalized” and hardly ever abide by social norms (Brennan & Ohaeri, 
1999:227). They created a corpus of conversations that were conducted by participants of 26 
groups of three persons each who had either face-to-face interactions or met electronically. 
They focused on collecting hedges and questions that implicate doubt or requesting information 
from other participants. They found that interacting through typing is different from face-to-
face interaction since it makes expressing politeness during a virtual interaction not always 
necessary. Their evidence was that hedges were used by face-to-face groups more than 
electronic groups. They claimed that online interactants care more about communicating the 
message than maintaining social relations. They added that in a face-to-face conversation the 
tone of voice, intonation, and also facial expressions are involved in the interaction, which 
makes interaction easier and more flexible than virtual interaction (Brennan & Ohaeri, 1999). 
They concluded that virtual communication tends to be less polite than physical 
communication; however, there is no evidence that virtual interactants ignore “face-
management” altogether or that they are “deindividuated” (Brennan & Ohaeri, 1999: 234).   
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With respect to offensive language on media, there are a number of studies which have 
investigated the use of offensive language publically in the media. Kaye and Sapolsky (2004) 
investigated the offensive language on seven broadcast networks in 2001 and they discovered 
that the use of offensive words increased between 1997 and 2001 to a rate of one word every 
eight minutes (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2004). They highlighted the offensive words or expressions 
that were increasingly used on the TV programs in question. They explained that ‘age and 
content-based’ ratings for television programs started in 1997 to warn viewers in advance about 
offensive content. They also claimed that being subjected to the offensive language in media 
specifically TV has ‘negative psychological effects on viewers, especially children, who may 
imitate the inappropriate language they hear on television’ (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2004). Similarly, 
Sapolsky, McClung, and Fitzgerald examined the offensive language spoken on some of the 
well-known morning radio programs broadcast on the five highest-rated radio stations 
(Fitzgerald et al., 2009). They found that there were around 872 examples (4.36 words per 
hour) of the offensive language used on radio. They concluded that the increasing exposure to 
this ‘crude’ language would lead to an increase in the use of this offensive language, especially 
by younger listeners who are important audience of the early-morning radio programs. They 
found that men use more offensive language than women. For example, men used 76% of the 
crude language detected in their study. In contrast, the situation is dramatically different in 
social media where ‘crude’ language is widely spread as everyone has the full freedom to use 
whatever language a person wants as there is no face-threatening.  
There is also another approach from which impoliteness has been investigated: 
representation of identity. Upadhyay (2010) investigated impoliteness and identity in 
computer-mediated reader responses. The researcher analyzed reader responses retrieved from 
the online versions of the Washington Post, the New York Times, and CNN’s Cafferty File 
applying a social psychological theory of identity. The theoretical framework which Upadhyay 
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(2010) used is Simon’s (2004) Self-Aspect Model of Identity which “offers insight into deeper 
understanding of linguistics impoliteness” expressed through language use or behavior in 
computer-mediated communication (Upadhyay, 2010:114).  According to Upadhyay (2010), 
this framework allows the analysis of both individual and collective identities. The study 
concludes that readers might use ‘linguistic impoliteness’ to express disagreement, to attack 
another group’s ideological views, or discredit ideological opponents, and this is through 
“overtly face-aggravating comments” (2010:123).  
Darics (2010) investigated the computer-mediated discourse through analyzing 
“synchronous” interactions of a “virtual team”; she points out that “interactional politeness” is 
a rich research area that still needs more investigation in relation to compute-mediated 
discourse (CMD) (Darics, 2010:129). She drew attention to the importance of the interactional 
politeness in analyzing CMD and finding answers to research questions that have not been 
answered yet. She also highlighted the politeness strategies that were employed in a computer-
mediated communication. She found through data analysis that many of her findings were 
opposed to previous generalizations by earlier researchers of CMD. For example, she noticed 
a number of backchannel signals that were used in the virtual communication, which 
contradicts some earlier findings which claims that CMD lacks backchannel signals (Darics, 
2010). She also noticed that online communicators use creative orthography to substitute for 
the absence of “auditory cues” and to “evoke a sound effect”, using “intentional misspelling, 
e.g. multiplied vowels”, for instance (Darics, 2010:135-136). Regarding CMD, she suggested 
that many of the previous research findings in this field are in need of more investigation 
focusing on the interactional aspect in order to get a more succinct notion of how language is 
represented in this “text-based environment” (Darics, 2010: 146) 
 Mak & Chui (2014) investigated impoliteness strategies employed by some colleagues 
in an Italian restaurant in Hong Kong outside the workplace through examining their Facebook 
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status updates. They based their work on Wenger’s (1998) framework of communities of 
practice and Culpeper’s (1996) model of impoliteness. They analyzed 200 Facebook status 
updates collected over a period of seven months. They found that there are three strategies 
which are usually employed by the participants. On the one hand, participants tended to use 
the positive politeness strategy of “disassociating from others”, and “being unsympathetic”, 
and they used the negative politeness strategy of “not treating others seriously”. In their 
discussion, they argued that Facebook status updates could work as a marginal and 
unconventional collocation of workplace talk which would allow work members to have more 
space of freedom to express their opinions in an “outside workplace” context (Mak & Chui, 
2014: 182). This represented a potential for colleagues to employ “mixed” impoliteness with 
features of netspeak. 
 The literature draws the attention to the fact that more linguistic research on how 
impoliteness is manifested in different types of human interaction is needed. The rapid 
expansion of social media platforms and the unique type of interaction it has created emphasize 
the need to investigate impoliteness utilized in social media interaction, particularly the use of 
offensive language. With respect to the rampant use of offensive language in social networks, 
the current study attempts to contribute to the literature through investigating the impoliteness 
formulae represented in the use of offensive language on Twitter, identifying the expressive 
functions of this offensive language, and determining the contextual triggers of this offensive 
language used in tweets.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
The current study attempted to investigate the impoliteness formulae utilized on Twitter 
through the use of offensive language. It also attempted to identify the expressive functions of 
this offensive language used in Arabic tweets. In addition, the study attempted to determine the 
contexts that trigger this offensive language used on Twitter. In this chapter, I will describe the 
research design that was followed in the current study, the participants or the data subjects from 
whom the data was collected, the data collection procedures, and finally the data analysis 
techniques.  
The research design 
 The present study is mainly descriptive, proposing a qualitative research design that 
explored the pragmatic categories and the functions of impoliteness manifested on Twitter 
when using offensive language. Based on Culpeper’s work on impoliteness (1996, 2003, 2005, 
2010), the offensive words or expressions contained in Arabic tweets were analyzed and 
classified into pragmatic categories. Likewise, the expressive functions which were embedded 
in these offensive words or expressions were explored and identified. Finally, the offensive 
language used on Twitter was further analyzed to identify which contexts triggered the use of 
offensive language.   
  Participants 
The data in the present study were drawn from random Egyptian tweeps who either live 
in Egypt or in other countries (date, time, and usually location appear under each tweet). Those 
tweeps, whom the data was collected from, were mostly followed by the researcher. However, 
there were some tweets that were collected from other tweeps who were not followed by the 
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researcher herself; their tweets were retweeted by the tweeps whom the researcher follows. 
Participants (tweeps) come from different cities and towns all over Egypt and have different 
cultural and educational backgrounds as many of them mention this information in the Bio of 
their Twitter account. The ages of those tweeps range between 20 and 50, and the majority of 
them are males and a few of them are females. However, tweeps’ backgrounds, age, and gender 
are not in question in the current study and do not affect the data collection or the data analysis. 
All tweeps involved in the data collection use Egyptian Colloquial Arabic when tweeting. 
Tweeps’ privacy: 
Regarding the privacy of the tweeps, there are two options of tweets privacy on Twitter. 
The first option allows the tweep to have his/her tweets private (protected) which means that 
only those who follow that tweep have the access to the tweets; they can like the tweets, but 
they cannot retweet the protected tweets to other tweeps on the Twitter timeline. In the other 
option, tweeps make their tweets public, which means that everyone on the Twitter timeline 
can have access to their tweets. According to Twitter privacy policy, so long as the tweets are 
public, they can be used for market research and analysis (Twitter Inc.,2017, Twitter Privacy 
Policy). The tweets that will be used for analysis in the current study are all public ones that 
are collected from public accounts. The collected tweets are not mentions or replies among 
tweeps. Identity, personal information, and the Twitter name of the tweeps are all kept 
unidentifiable. Only the offensive words or expressions will be highlighted and analyzed with 
no reference whatsoever to the tweep or his/her identity on Twitter.  
Data collection 
A qualitative purposeful non-random sample of 482 tweets in Arabic was collected 
from Twitter. The target language was colloquial Arabic. Tweets that contained clear offensive 
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Arabic words or phrases were collected. This sample size was chosen in order to have enough 
data to be able to extract and analyze different offensive words and phrases and what functions 
they serve in different contexts, and to be able to draw significant, representative as well as 
credible conclusions that can answer the research questions of the present study. The data for 
conducting the current study was available on www.twitter.com. As mentioned previously, the 
data collected was online material that was available to the public. The data collection process 
was carried out on a daily basis and during different times of the day since there were tweeps 
that tweeted only during day time while there were others who tweeted only during the night. 
The main procedures which were followed in order to collect the data were first using the ‘like’ 
option on Twitter, so that tweets that included offensive Arabic words or phrases were saved 
in the ‘likes’ box of the researcher’s Twitter account. Second, the tweets were retrieved and 
copied afterwards from the ‘likes’ box to a Word document in order to be classified and 
analyzed. All the Arabic offensive words or phrases were highlighted.  
Data analysis 
Data analysis were carried out through three independent phases, each of which 
answered one of the research questions. 
Expressive functions 
In the first stage, the collected tweets were qualitatively analyzed in order to identify 
the expressive functions represented in the use of such offensive language in Twitter. The 
offensive language used in the tweets communicated different emotions and attitudes of the 
tweeps. For instance, many tweets which included personalized insults and pointed criticism 
ware mostly triggered by feelings of hate or anger. Differently, many tweets which included 
offensive and offensive expressions were used merely to express sarcasm. Other tweets 
included offensive language to communicate feelings of frustration and despair. An example 
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of a tweet that includes a crude expression of this type is  ةكسكسلا عو ةلبطلا ع ةكينم ةكينم [manyakah 
ʕal tablah weʕal saksakah] ; it was an allusion to a pop song substituting its original words 
[darbakah] which means ‘chaos’ with the very offensive word [manyakah] which means 
“fucking party”. It was observed that tweeps used offensive words and expressions in order to 
ridicule ironic situations or political issues. The example ريو يرفيإ ارخ [kharah everywhere] 
referring to “bullshit” was quite representative as the tweep sarcastically referred to everything 
around as "shit" and the tweet included the English word everywhere written in Arabic letters.  
Pragmatic categories 
The second stage was identifying the impoliteness formula manifested through the 
offensive words and phrases. Based on Culpeper’s (2010) conventionalized impoliteness 
formulae, these collected offensive words and expressions were classified into one of four 
suggested pragmatic categories out the nine categories identified by Culpeper (2010): insults, 
pointed criticism/complaints, challenging or unpalatable questions and/or presuppositions, or 
negative expressives. Culpeper’s (2010) framework had other categories which do not apply to 
virtual interaction found in social media.  The four categories were coded in the analysis as 
follows: [IN] for insults, [CR] for pointed criticism, [CQ] for challenging or unpalatable 
questions and/or presuppositions, and [NE] for negative expressives. The [IN] category was 
comprised of the tweets that included clear and offensive insults that targeted a particular 
person, either a public figure or another tweep on the timeline. Tweets in this category will be 
further classified according to their grammatical patterns: personalized negative vocatives, 
personalized negative assertions, personalized negative references, and personalized third-
person negative reference.  The [CR] category included the tweets that included offensive 
expressions of disapproval, fault, weakness, or disadvantage, and it was not directed to a 
specific person on the timeline or a public figure. The [CQ] category is the tweets that included 
challenging or unpalatable questions directed to another tweep, the followers on the timeline, 
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or they could be utilized rhetorically expecting no answer. The last category was [NE] and it 
included the tweets that included offensive words or expressions such as curses or ill-wishes. 
The offensive language in this category did not refer to any person or figure or group of people.  
The four categories in this analysis were selected to be applicable to the types of 
impoliteness that were represented on Twitter. For instance, when insults [NI] were used in 
English, personalized negative formulae were very prominent such as personalized negative 
vocatives [you fucking loser or fuck you] and personalized negative assertions [you such a 
bitch] (Culpeper, 2010). The use of the second person pronoun was very common in direct 
insults. When Arabic offensive language was used, noun [NP] and adjectival phrases [Adjp] 
were predominantly used. The formulae in Arabic are mostly based on either an offensive head 
noun in the phrase, or make use of an offensive adjective as a modifier. For instance, the 
example لوخ اي يسيس اي  [ja: sisi ja: xawal] which means "Oh Sisi, you’re a fagot" represented a 
direct personalized insult [IN] to President Sisi using an offensive noun phrase. Insults and 
pointed criticism were not all personalized; sometimes the insult or the criticism were directed 
to something or to people who were supporting a particular stance. There was an example of 
pointed criticism [CR] which was depersonalized   كانتملا ليصفلا  [elfasi:l elmɪtnæk] or [mɪtnæk] 
which means “the fucked up group”. This example harshly criticized non-identifiable group of 
people.  Another similar example of depersonalized pointed criticism was ا ةخسولا تنب لاكشلأ  
[elashka:l bent elwesxah] or [bent elwesxah] which means “sons of a bitch”. In the previous 
two examples, it was observed that the second person pronoun was not frequently used. As for 
negative expressives [NE], there was the example of سيكلا لام صيرعتلا [eltaʕri:s mala elki:s] 
which means “pimping 6becomes rampant”. It was just an offensive way of expressing negative 
emotions towards the status quo in Egypt in which pimping was everywhere.  
                                                          
6 The word pimping in the current study is a derivative from the noun ‘pimp’ which means a “man 




The researcher investigated the contexts that triggered the use of offensive language in 
the collected tweets. In this stage of analysis, the researcher attempted to find linguistic clues 
(lexical items) that indicated the contexts of the tweets. The thread of these tweets was also 
traced checking other tweeps’ mentions and the successive tweets in the same thread if found. 
While collecting tweets, the researcher took notes when necessary to be able to associate some 
tweets with the occasions in which they were posted. The researcher qualitatively analyzed the 
tweet threads and the occasions associated with them in order to identify the contexts that 
triggered the use of offensive language while tweeting.    
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
Introduction 
The current study analyzed social media discourse in order to identify the expressive 
functions and the pragmatic categories manifested through the use of offensive language on 
Twitter. The study also analyzed the tweets which contain offensive words and expressions to 
determine the contexts that trigger this offensive use of language.  A purposeful non-random 
sample of 482 tweets in Egyptian Colloquial Arabic were collected from www.twitter.com and 
qualitatively analyzed. The tweets collected in the present study were exclusively drawn from 
Egyptian tweeps who either live in Egypt or in other countries. This chapter presents the three 
analyses which were conducted on the collected data: the expressive functions, the pragmatic 
categories, and the contextual triggers of the offensive language used on Twitter.   
The data collected for this study consists of 482 tweets. They were all collected during 
different times of the day to get a variety of tweets by different tweeps (many tweeps usually 
tweet during evenings and hardly ever during mornings). As a general practice, during data 
collection, the researcher traced some tweets to be able to understand the hidden meaning 
behind using some offensive words and expressions. During data collection, notes were taken 
next to many tweets to facilitate the analysis and make it easier to understand hidden meanings 
and representations. 
Expressive functions of offensive language on Twitter 
In order to answer the first research question in the current study, a qualitative analysis 
was conducted on the collected tweets in order to determine the expressive functions that are 
communicated through the use of offensive language on Twitter. With respect to the offensive 
language used on Twitter, an expressive function of language is the purpose or the attitude that 
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is intended to be communicated through such use of language. An expressive function is that 
“impression of a certain emotion” that is produced by a particular use of language (Allott, 2010; 
Jakobson, 1960). The use of offensive language in Arabic tweets communicated a diversity of 
emotions and attitudes. The results show that the use of personalized, or even depersonalized, 
insults mostly communicates feelings of hate or anger. Tweeps use offensive language to 
express their feelings of anger or hate while following news, political events, or even while 
watching an ongoing soccer game. The analysis also shows that most offensive language used 
to convey hate or anger is particularly associated with specific public figures such as Egyptian 
President Sisi or American President Trump, and some media figures like Mostafa Bakri, the 
journalist, and Ahmad Mousa, the TV announcer. The following examples illustrate this 
conclusion.  
Hate and anger 
1) لشاف و صرع .. صرع و لشاف 
faʃel wə ʕarsˤ .. ʕarsˤ wə faʃel  
‘loser and pimp, Pimp and loser.’ 
2) ناوخلاا# اللهو روصنم يضترم نم خسوا اوتنا هد 
dah ʔntʊ ʔwsax mən mʊrtadˤa: mansˤʊr wallahɪ elʔxwa:n 
‘I swear to God you are such creeps more than Murtada Mansour himself 
#MuslimBrotherhood.’ 
3) ةكانتم نبا يزكرم كنب و ةكانتم نبا لغش و ةكانتم تنب ةشيع. يمسر ٩ ل انودعقياه 
haɪʔaʕdʊna lə 9 rasmi: ʕi:ʃah bent mɪtnækah wə ʃʊɣl ʔbn mɪtnækah wə bæŋk markazi: ʔbn 
mɪtnækah 
‘Officially we will work till 9. It is a fucking life, a fucking job, and the fucking central bank.’  
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Example (1) constitutes an implicit insult to Egyptian President Sisi using the 
commonly used epithet صرع  “the pimp” to refer to him. The offensive language used in this 
example communicates a combination of hate and contempt emotions. The same applies to 
Example (2) in which a direct insult is directed at Muslim Brotherhood comparing them to the 
president of Alzamalek Club Mortada Mansour, who is well-known for his use of offensive 
language and his nasty behavior. The offensive language is used in this example to convey the 
negative attitude towards Muslim Brotherhood, and to express feelings of hate and contempt. 
A clear feeling of anger is communicated by the use of offensive language in Example (3), 
denying the new working hours in banks, the thing that makes a tweep curse his life, his job, 
as well as the Central Bank which is behind the decision of the new working hours.  
Sarcasm and humor 
4) صيرعت روف سيك ربوس زياع هد ..مكعاتب صيرعتلا ليشي يللا سيكلا نيف وه!  
hwa: fi:n elki:s ʔlli: jəʃi:l ʔltaʕri:sˤ bətaʕkʊm dah ʕaɪjəz su:pər ki:s fɔː taʕri:sˤ 
‘Where to find a bag that would carry all your shit .. this needs a super bag for shit.’ 
5) ارخلا ةليمرتو ةحيرب 
bəri:ħɪt wə tarmi:lɪt elxara: 
‘With the smell and the grainy texture of shit’ 
6) ريتك لكأو لقأ ةخسو رابخأ نيجاتحم انحإ..! 
ʔħna: məħta:gi:n  ʔxba:r wəsxah ʔqal wə ʔkl keti:r 
‘We need less shitty news and more food!’ 
 The offensive language manifested in the tweets represents other expressive functions. 
There is a considerable number of tweets with clear offensive expressions that are used to 
express sarcasm or humor. Yet, these offensive words or expressions mean no offense to a 
particular person or a particular entity. In Example (4), the tweep is ridiculing the shit people 
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say on Twitter using some Arabized7 English words (super and for). Many tweets include 
offensive language to indicate sarcastic humor. Many tweets include offensive words or 
expressions as a part of allusions to some comic movies or dramas, TV commercials or even 
pop songs. Example (5) is a funny allusion to one of the very famous Egyptian TV commercials 
of ‘Ghee’. The tweep substituted the word butter in the original slogan of the commercial with 
the offensive word shit. The offensive language used in this example clearly conveys sarcastic 
humor. Another example of offensive language for humor can be found in Example (6) in 
which the tweep is sarcastically making fun of the daily frustrating news reports. The results 
show that many tweeps tend to use offensive language for sarcastic humor to express their 
feelings of frustration and despair. 
7) ينعي احا الله لاا هلإ لا 
la  ʔlaha: ʔla: ʔla:h  ʔħa: jaʕni: 
‘There is no God but Allah, shit.’ 
A common tweeting behavior is the use of sacred quotes or religious sayings combined 
with offensive words. Pragmatically, this could be considered a somewhat bizarre linguistic 
behavior. It is widely used and accepted by some tweeps on Twitter, however. Analysis shows 
that sometimes using this combination happens spontaneously and there is no serious intention 
of causing offense to another tweep on the timeline or a public figure as is the case with insults. 
In Example (7), the famous saying “There is no God but Allah”, which Muslims usually would 
use when they are surprised or shocked in a given situation, is combined by the word احأ   [ʼḥā] 
which is used in this tweet sarcastically to express a feeling of astonishment. The word احأ   in 
slang Arabic has two different senses: the first sense is equal to “shit” in English, and the 
second sense is equal to “wow” or “super-duper”. The word احأ   is considered by most of the 
                                                          




people in the Egyptian society as an offensive word even if it communicates admiration. In 
Example (8), the word احأ   is used to communicate a feeling of admiration to a song that the 
tweep loved very much.  
8) رتكا جهبم ويديفلاو هجهبم خشف يد هينغلاا تيبح ادك شم احا ناعدجي  
ja:ged ʕa:n ʔħa: mesh keda ħabi:t eluɣneja:h di: faʃx mubhega w wə el vɪdiəʊ mobheg akθar 
‘Guys! Wow! I loved this song so much. It is delightful and so is the clip.’ 
 The analysis of expressive functions of offensive language on Twitter shows that this 
type of language is manifested and utilized to communicate different attitudes and emotions. 
Tweeps use offensive language to express their feelings of anger, hate as well as their feelings 
of frustrations. Many offensive words and expressions are employed to express sarcasm. 
Offensive language is also used to express admiration and astonishment.   
Pragmatic categories of offensive language on Twitter 
In order to answer the second research question in the current study, a qualitative 
analysis was conducted on the collected tweets in order to identify the pragmatic categories of 
the offensive language used on Twitter. The tweets are analyzed and classified into one of the 
four hypothesized categories: insults [IN], pointed criticism [CR], challenging or unpalatable 
questions [CQ] or negative expressives [NE] (Culpeper, 2010). The four categories are applied 
to Arabic online discourse which is different data from that of Culpeper’s (2010), which was 
spoken discourse. Hence, the grammatical structures which fall into each category differ 
completely from the structures used in the Culpeper (2010) framework.   
Insults [IN] 
With respect to the Twitter discourse, the [IN] category is when offensive language is 
used to direct an insult to a particular person or to a specific public figure. A large number of 
tweeps direct egregious insults to a particular person or figure who could be a public figure or 
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a famous person– a president, a journalist, a TV announcer, an actor, or a politician – or to 
another tweep. The vast majority of the tweets of the first category include the name and the 
identity of the figures to whom the insult is directed. There are a number of patterns that are 
utilized in this category: 
Personalized negative vocatives 
In this pattern, personalized insults are utilized in nominalized forms. Offensive words and 
expressions are employed to attack a particular person or a public figure using an offensive 
noun phrase to describe the target of the intended insult. The use of epithets is quite common 
in this pattern.  
9) هما سك ع كما سك بط ؟صرعلا متشب ىنا كبجاع شم 
 mesh ʕagbak ʔnny bashtem el-ʕarsˤ? ṭab kʊs ʔʊmak ʕala kos ʔʊmʊh 
‘You don’t like that I’m fucking off that pimp? Fine, Fuck your mother and fuck his too.’ 
A clear example of this pattern is shown in Example (9). There is no name mentioned, but the 
context of the tweet and the use of the offensive noun صرعلا  with the definite article as an 
epithet reveals the identity of the person to whom the insult is directed. There is also the use of 
the offensive noun كما سك  “fuck your mother” that targets the same person. The tweep in this 
example is directing a personalized insult to the Egyptian President Sisi and anyone gets 
annoyed of insulting him. 
10) بيوصت# لوخ يسيسلا 
elsi:si: xawal #tasˤwi:b 
‘Elsisi The fagot #shooting.’ 
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The same result shown in Examples (9) applies to Example (10) as the word لوخ “fagot” is 
used as a vocative personalized insult directed to the Egyptian President Sisi. 
Personalized negative assertions 
In this pattern, definite statements including offensive language is used. Different forms of 
modifiers are frequently used in this pattern. 
11) يدانسلا انعيضياهو لوخ هطومرش نبا هد ااااايساك 
kasja: dah ʔbn ʃarmu:ṭah:tah xawal wə haɪdaja:ʕna: elsana:di: 
‘Casilla is such a son of a bitch and a fagot, and her will ruin us this year.’ 
12) يرس ماشه دعب انه دح لوخأو صرعأو طحأو خسوأ هد نيمأ مساب 
basim ʔmi:n dah ʔwsax wə ʔħatˤ wə ʔʕrasˤ wə ʔxwa:l ħad hena: baʕd hisha:m seri: 
‘Bassim Amin is such a son of bitch, fagot, and asshole here much more than Hisham Serry.’ 
Example (11) includes two offensive words used as modifiers to assert the personalized insult 
directed to Kiko Casilla, the footballer who plays for Real Madrid as a goalkeeper. Another 
typical pattern is shown in Example (12) as the tweep, in a tone of hate and contempt, uses 
comparative modifiers in order to assert the personalized insult directed to another tweep called 
Bassim Amin and puts him in a comparison with another tweep, Hisham Serry. 
Personalized negative references 
Offensive language is employed through this pattern to modify a characteristic in the target of 
the insult. The offensive expressions that are utilized in this pattern include a pronoun 
reference and a modifier, or pronoun reference utilized with a noun phrase, as can be seen in 
Example (13), below. 
13)  شفعلا مكقوذ ما سك ىلع مكصخر ما سك 
34 
 
kʊssʊm ruxsˤukum ʕala kʊssʊm ðuqum elʕfeʃ 
‘Fuck your cheapness and fuck your shitty taste.’ 
The offensive language in Example (13) is used to describe the cheapness and taste of a group 
of people (they are not identified in the tweet). The pattern includes a pronoun reference and 
the offensive word is a head noun, not a modifier. This pattern is frequently used on Twitter; 
however, there are very few examples in the collected data. 
Personalized third-person negative references 
Different from the category in Culpeper’s (2010) impoliteness formulae, which had its focus 
on spoken discourse and face-to-face interaction, this pattern includes a third-person negative 
reference that does not necessarily take place in the hearing of the target person. Examples (1)4 
and 15, below, illustrate this pattern. 
14) خشف نايرخ اهليثمت يولع يليل 
laɪla: ʕɪlwi: tamθi:lha: xarja:n faʃx 
‘The acting of Laila Elwi is fucking shit.’ 
15) هبحق نبا لانروج هد مسك ىلع اهل بطختا يللاو وه همسك 
kʊssʊmʊh hwa: wə elli: etxatˤab laha: ʕla kʊssʊm dah gʊrna:l ʔbn qahbah 
‘fuck him and fuck the girl he got engaged to and fuck this fucking newspaper’ 
Example (14) includes third person reference and a modifier, which is an offensive expression, 
to refer to an Egyptian actress Laila Elwi. The modifier is used to describe her acting talent.  
Example (15), which is a quote retweet, harshly comments on a news headline about the 
engagement of a charged terrorist and a girl at the court during the trial. The tweep uses a third-
person reference to curse the charged person, the girl, and the newspaper.   
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Pointed criticism/complaints [CR] 
In terms of the nature of discourse on Twitter, the [CR] category refers to the offensive 
language used to direct a bitter comment to a particular person, a group of people, an entity, or 
a particular issue. The patterns utilized in this category are mostly noun phrases. Sometimes 
attributable adjectives are used in this pattern as modifiers. Examples (16( and (17) typically 
represent this category. 
16) يأرلا مسك روصع يهزا 
ʔzhaː ʕʊsˤr kʊssʊm elraʔj 
‘The best era of fucking opinions.’ 
17) صيرعت ءوس رهش كنم موصخم 
maxsˤu:m mənak ʃahr su:ʔ taʕi:sˤ 
‘A month is deducted from your salary for poor pimping.’ 
The pattern of the offensive language used in the two examples is noun phrases. Example (16) 
alludes to the relatively known expression about freedom of opinion يأرلا ةيرح روصع ىهزأ  “the 
best era of freedom of opinion”. The word freedom is substituted by the word “fucking” instead 
of “freedom” to bitterly criticize repression and absence of freedom of expression. Likewise, 
in Example (17), a noun phrase pattern is used to sarcastically criticize of any “pimp” who is 
not perfecting their unacceptable behavior of buttering up to people in authority. This is 
revealed through analyzing the context of the tweet and checking previous tweet of the same 
person to be able identify what the tweep exactly means. 
18) يحبص يقدص ب دجنتسيب ىلا كانتملا ليصفلا  
elfasˤi: elmɪtnæk elli: bjastengid bə sˤi: sˤubħi: 
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‘The fucked up group who are appealing to Sedky Sobhy.’ 
The pattern in Example (18) is different. An attributable adjective is used to harshly criticize 
the people who appeal to Sedki Sobhy8 asking for help and support. The tweep uses an 
offensive adjective كانتملا  “fucked up” to criticize the people that are seeking support from the 
Minister of Defense against the Egyptian president, the thing that is considered by the tweep 
as reckless and irresponsible.  
Negative expressives [NE] 
With respect to the nature of data retrieved from Twitter, this category is different from 
the Culpeper’s (2010). In this category, the offensive language used does not represent insults 
to particular public figure or a specific person, and it also does not express criticism to a person, 
or a particular issue or a group of people. In tweets which fall into the [NE] category, tweeps 
tend to use offensive language in their tweets to express negative feelings towards a situation, 
ill wishes, curses, or to make fun of a negative situation sarcastically. The patterns used in this 
category differ. These curses or ill wishes or negative expressions are directed to persons to 
offend them. Nominalization is the controlling pattern in this category as noun phrases are 
usually employed in this category. Examples (19) and (20) provide illustrations of this 
category. 
19) ادحاو لاوق هيفنلاا بويجلا ما سك 
kʊs ʊm elgju:b elʔnfija: qawlan waħedan 
‘In a nutshell, fuck off sinus.’  
20) تانبلا دنع "يداع" ةعاتب ةلاحلاو "شيفم" ةعاتب ةيجازملا ةلاحلا ما سك يف تيوت 
                                                          
8 Sedki Sobhy is Egypt’s Minster of Defense 
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twi:t fi: kʊs ʊm elħalah elmizagjah betaʕet “mafi:ʃ” wə elħalah betaʕet “ʕa:di: ʕand elbana:t  
‘A tweet attributed to fuck off that mood of girls saying ‘nothing’ or ‘fine’.’ 
Examples (19) and (20) typically communicate negative feelings towards different things.  
Example (19) curses sinus while Example (20) curses two answers which girls usually provide 
when asked a question like “what’s wrong with you?” which are “nothing” and “fine”. Tweeps, 
particularly males, usually criticizes girls for these two answers. The offensive language 
utilized in the two examples is nominalized.  
21) Mood هكانتملا دلاو اي ارخلا مسك 
kʊssʊm elxara: ja: wela:d elmɪtnækah mu:d 
‘I am in that mood of fuck off this bullshit, sons of a bitch.’ 
Example (21) also emphasizes the same results that the controlling pattern in this category is 
noun phrases. This example is complex as it includes three offensive expressions and they are 
all noun-based including two noun phrases مسك   “fuck off” and ارخلا  “bullshit” and governed 
noun in a genitive construction ةكانتملا دلاو  “sons of a bitch”. The tweep in this example is clearly 
expressing her negative mood. 
Challenging or unpalatable questions [CQ] 
The last category introduced in this analysis is the least frequent pattern on Twitter. Very 
few instances occurred in the data. In this category, tweeps resort to using offensive language 
embedded in challenging or unpalatable questions. Examples (22), (23) and (24) are illustrative 
of this category.  
22) ؟هيا ةمسكل لاقتي هيلع درتي هد بط      
tˤab dah jetrad ʕali:h jetqa:l ləkussmuh eih? 
38 
 
‘Well, how the fuck to answer this one?’ 
23)  لاو ينات زواع.. هما رظب صام اي فرظتسم نف لكل فرطتسملا باتك يفو.. كما رح اي حيصفلا يبرعلابو.. كمسك اي معن يا
 !9؟هيافك 
aɪ naʕm ja: kussmak .. ja: ħur umak .. ja: masˤ ba zˤr umuh ʕawiz tani: wala kefa:jah 
Yes, motherfucker .. fucked up asshole! You want more? Or that’s enough?  
24) ؟هيل اوصرعتب صيرعتلا دق شم متنا املو 
wə lama: ʔntum miʃ qad eltaʕri:sˤ bətʕarasˤu li:h? 
 As long as you’re not up to pimping, why are you pimping10? 
The pattern in this category is either a direct challenging question including an offensive word 
or expression, or a statement that presents a judgment of a situation followed by posing a 
challenging question.  
Contextual triggers of offensive language on Twitter 
This qualitative analysis determined the most common contexts in which offensive 
language is manifested on twitter. There are five contextual triggers identified in this analysis: 
political issues, soccer games, economic and social issues, personal/decontextualized.  
 Political context  
Talking about politics is a major context on Twitter since a large number of tweeps 
argue about their different political views. The use of offensive language was quite frequent in 
the collected data when a political issue was currently under discussion since the tweeps tended 
                                                          
9 This is a very offensive tweet including the same offensive expression in more than variety of Arabic. I 
translated communicatively to transfer the meaning in the target language. I transcribed the offensive words 
only as the rest is irrelevant to the point under discussion and will not affect understanding. 
10 Emphasizing the meaning of “pimping” again, it refers to the disgraceful behavior of buttering up people in 
authority and ignoring their disastrous mistakes. 
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to resort to offensive language to attack each other’s opinions and political views. The issues 
of the internal affairs of Egypt as well as the crises in the Middle East in general caused debates 
and disagreements on the Twitter timeline, and offensive language was widely used in tweets. 
Most of the offensive language utilized in the [IN] tweets had a politically-oriented context. 
The offensive language used in this context almost always communicates feelings of hate and 
anger, as can be seen in Examples (25), (26) and (27), below. 
25) .نامك تنا كمسك ىلع شعاد مسك -- ..لا يف هولمعيب يللاو شعاد كبجاع ينعي بيط -- دسلأا راشب مسك 
kʊssʊm baʃa:r elʔsad tˤajeb jaʕni: ʕagbak da:ʕeʃ wə elli: bejʕmlʊ:h fəl kʊssʊm da:ʕeʃ ʕala 
kʊssʊmak ʔnta kaman 
‘Fuck Bashar AlAsad .. Well are you OK with what ISIS is doing with …. Fuck ISIS and Fuck 
you too.’ 
26)  هدك ريغ لوقي دح ياو ..لوفقم يل هبسنلاب هد عوضوملاو ..اهتدايس تحتو رصم عوتب نيتريزجلا هعامج اي اوصب
هنايخلا طخ يدع هصيرعت ..يل هبسنلاب 
bʊsˤʊ: ja: gamaʕah elgezerti:n bətʊ:ʕ masˤr wə taħt seja:dɪtha: wə elmawdˤʊʕ dah belnɪsbah 
li: maqfʊ:l wə aɪ ħad jəqʊ:l ɣi:r kedah belnɪsbah li: taʕri:sˤʊh ʕadda: xatˤ elxja:nah 
‘Guys! Look! The two islands belong to Egypt and under its authority .. This issue is settled 
for me. Anyone would say anything different from this, his shit talk exceeded betrayal.’ 
27) صرع انمكحيب فورظ اندنع لصا شلعم 
maʕleʃ  ʔsˤl bejʊħkʊmna: ʕarsˤ 
‘It’s Ok, we are ruled by a fucking pimp.’ 
The context of Example (25) was ISIS and the Syrian president Bashar Al-Asad. The offensive 
language was used to revile Al-Asad as well as ISIS. Similarly, the offensive language used in 
Example (26) was to bitterly attack anyone who agrees that Tiran and Sanafir were not 
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Egyptian Territories. With respect to the political context on Twitter, the most frequent context 
that almost always triggered offensive language was talking about the Egyptian President Sisi. 
Example (27) includes an epithet, an offensive word that indirectly refers to Sisi as a “fucking 
pimp” that rules Egypt. His name was mentioned in the tweet, but it could be easily inferred 
from the context and the reference to who is ruling Egypt. In the three examples, there were 
clear lexical items that indicate the contextual trigger of the offensive language used in the 
tweet, and the examples were taken from the [IN] category.  
Soccer games context 
Another common context that has been associated with a considerable use of offensive 
language is soccer games. Tweeps who are soccer fans tend to use offensive language while 
tweeting about a running soccer game. Examples (28), (29) and (30), below, illustrate this type. 
28) لوي 65 نترام و رهاط دومحم ما سكا بحا و 
wəʔaheb ʔkʊss ʊm mahmʊ:d tˤahər wə ma:rtin jʊl 
‘I’d like to tell Mahmoud Taher and Martin 65 Jol: Fuck your mother.’ 
29) رجفلا علطم ىتح ابرهك اي كمسك 
kʊssʊmak ja: kahraba: ħatta: matˤlaʕ elfagr 
‘Fuck you Kahraba till the rise of dawn.’ 
30) لوخ اي ابرهك اي ةولح 
ħelwa: ja: kahraba: ja: xawal 
‘Good pass Kahraba, the fagot.’ 
The offensive language in Examples (28), (29), and (30) is triggered by the soccer game 
context. In Example (28) the tweep sarcastically attacks Mahmoud Taher, the President of Al-
Ahli club, as well as Martin Jol the coach.  The offensive word used in this tweet ما سكا   “to 
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fuck off” is relatively unusual as it is hardly used as a verb in colloquial Arabic. The offensive 
language shown in example (29) is also unusual. The tweep uses the egregious expression كمسك  
“fuck you” in an allusion to a Quranic verse [Al-Qadr:5] to show anger towards a soccer player 
called Kahraba, and similar to previous examples, the offensive language occurs in association 
with sacred text. The offensive language that is used in the context of soccer games usually 
communicates feelings of anger as in Examples (28) and (29). In Example 30, the offensive 
language is represented in an epithet that most soccer fans use to refer to the soccer player 
Kahraba. Looking into Example (30), it does not communicate feelings of hate or anger, or 
even sarcasm since the tweep is praising his pass during the game. The tweep neither attacked 
the Kahraba nor ridiculed him; he just used the common epithet to refer to him. 
Economic contexts 
There are many tweets in which offensive language is used to refer to economic issues 
in Egypt. A number of “hot topics” regarding the economic situation in Egypt trigger a dramatic 
use of the offensive language on Twitter. 
31) ةطومرشلا دلاو اي هينج 18 لصوو راهنيب رلاودلا 
eldula:r bjənha:r wə wasal 18 genih ja: wela:d elʃarmu:ṭah 
‘The USD is collapsing and reached 18 EGP sons of a bitch.’ 
32) ؟كانتملا يداصتقلاا عضولل هبسنلابو بط 
tˤb wə belnisbah lelwadʕ elʔqtesadi: elmɪtnæk 
‘What about the fucking economic situation?’ 
Example (31) shows this result as the offensive language is used to communicate a feeling of 
anger because of the price of USD against EGP. The context is easily inferred in this example 
due to the use of رلاودلا  and the price in the tweet. Similarly, in Example (32), the tweep is 
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asking a challenging, unpalatable question about the critical situation of the Egyptian economy, 
and the offensive language is used to describe that situation. 
Personal/Decontextualized 
The data analysis also revealed that many tweets including offensive language were 
decontextualized that they did not provide a context that triggered this use of offensive 
language, or they might have referred to personal contexts that tweeps did not want to reveal. 
Such tweets included lexical items that were too general and did not indicate any specific 
context. In fact, there must be a context for any tweet that trigger such use of offensive 
language; however, some tweeps intend to be ambiguous or obscure when they use this 
language since they might be referring to a personal matter. There is always this possibility that 
offensive language is merely used for the sake of using offensive language. Examples (33) and 
(34), below, illustrate this type.  
33) عدجاي كيلع ننكعت هجاح يا ما سك 
kʊssʊm aɪə ħaga: teʕknin ʕali:k ja: gada:ʕ 
‘Fuck off anything that could make you angry.’ 
34) ةحارصب كحضلا ما سك 
kʊs ʊm edˤħk besˤara:ha 
‘Shit, this is fucking hilarious.’ 
 It was challenging to identify the contexts of some tweets. In Example (33), the 
offensive language was used simply to revile anything that may be a bother. The offensive 
language in this example is decontextualized since it did not refer to any specific situation or 
person that might be the reason to trigger this use of the offensive expression. The tweet 
represents a very generalized case. Example (34) is different as the offensive language is used 
awkwardly to describe an extremely funny situation, which is not clear in the tweet. The context 
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of this tweet could be personal; the tweep supposedly had a situation that triggered this tweet. 
It also could be an indirect way of ridiculing what people tweet on the timeline and could be 
considered either funny or ridiculous for the tweep. The researcher noticed that this kind of 
tweets are very frequent on the timeline and in most cases the use of the offensive language 
does not represent a particular context. 
35) #ينعي ةعامجاي اللهو يتايح_مسك 
#kʊssʊm_ ħaja:ti: wallahi: ja: gama:ʕah jaʕni: 
‘Fuck my life.’ 
36) ةعامج اي رصم مسك ام بيط 
tˤajeb ma kʊssʊm masˤr ja: gama:ʕah 
‘Fine everyone, fuck off Egypt.’ 
There are many tweets that reflect the desperate feelings of tweeps and their indignation 
of their life conditions. Despite the fact that the context is not explicit in these tweets, it can be 
inferred from the bitter tone used in the tweet, or from the lexical items utilized in the tweet. 
In Example (35), the tweep is ridiculing his own life and cursing it through the offensive 
hashtag “#يتايح_مسك” which many tweeps wrote desperate tweets on this hashtag. This tweet 
reflects the tweep’s feeling of frustration from his own life and its conditions. Reasons are not 
explicitly mentioned or referred to, but can be inferred. Example (34) is different. The tweep 
is reviling Egypt and ridiculing its conditions implicitly. The context of this tweet is not 
necessarily political, it is possible that the context is and the offensive word is used to bitterly 
comment on the social issues in Egypt. It is also possible that the context is political or 
economic, but it is not clear in the tweet which context triggered this insult to be directed to 
the country itself.  
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Many tweets that include offensive language in political contexts or soccer games 
context fall in the category of insults [IN] and the category of pointed criticism [CR]. Many 
tweets in the [NE] category refer to the personal affairs of the tweep, i.e. the context of the 
tweet cannot be easily inferred. A large number of tweets in this category represent the tweep’s 
state of frustration and despair showing no explicit reasons.  
The three qualitative analyses that were conducted on the collected tweets show that 
the use of offensive language has become conventionalized within Twitter community. In terms 
of Culpeper’s (2010) conventionalized impoliteness, the linguistic patterns used on Twitter that 
have crude and offensive meanings co-occur in particular contexts which made them 
conventionalized in the Twitter world. Tweeps tend to use insults and bitter criticism to express 
their anger, hate, and contempt either towards public figures or towards different entities, or 
towards other tweeps on the timeline. Tweeps also use egregious negative expressives for 
sarcastic humor and to ridicule frustrating situations they experience. This use of offensive 
language is usually triggered by political economic, or social issues. Soccer games is one of 
the very recurrent contexts in which offensive language is used. Frustration and personal 
negative feelings are also a very common trigger for offensive language on Twitter. To 
conclude, the use of offensive language on Twitter has many expressive functions and is 




CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The language used in computer-mediated communication suggests a large number of 
research problems that have not been investigated yet, one of which is the use of offensive 
language in computer-mediated communication. Given the fact that the internet has become 
available and affordable for almost everyone, the emergence of social networks and the 
rampant involvement of different people around the world in this new technology enhanced 
human interaction online. This online interaction among people around the world resulted in a 
massive user content which is quite rich for linguistic investigation in different fields of study, 
among which are sociolinguistics and pragmatics. The present study focused on the pragmatic 
perspective.  
The present study focused on impoliteness in social media discourse which does not 
necessarily happen with such frequency between two or more interlocutors in a face-to-face 
interaction. According to Culpeper’s theory of impoliteness and his proposed framework 
(1996, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2010), this study investigated the pragmatic categories of offensive 
language used on Twitter and the expressive functions embedded in such use of offensive 
language. Twitter was selected to be the domain for data collection due to its prevalence as a 
predominant social network used by a large number of internet users in Egypt. The current 
study answered three research questions regarding the use offensive language on Twitter: the 
first investigated the expressive functions represented by the use of offensive language on 
Twitter; the second question investigated the pragmatic categories of the offensive language 
used on Twitter; and the third investigated the contexts that trigger the use of offensive 
language on Twitter. This final chapter discusses the findings reported in the previous chapter. 
With respect to the expressive functions, the results showed that there are a number of 
functions served when using offensive language on Twitter. Tweets that include personalized 
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insults to specific people or to public figures or to other tweeps mostly communicated feelings 
of hate and contempt towards the people at whom they directed the insults. Tweeps use 
egregious words and expressions that reflect their level of anger and hate. Similarly, tweets that 
include offensive language are employed to point bitter criticism or make a cynical comment 
on a given issue or a specific entity, and tweets that pose a challenging or unpalatable question 
communicated feelings of hate and anger, and sometimes sarcasm and ridicule. Tweeps use 
offensive language that causes no offense towards anyone or anything mostly communicated 
feelings of frustration, sarcasm and humor. Moreover, many tweeps find it funny and 
interesting to use offensive words or expressions in unusual allusions to popular songs, movies, 
dramas, or even allusions to sacred discourse. The use of offensive language on Twitter is 
remarkably weaving its own way into different types of discourse. 
With respect to the second question, the researcher found that the offensive language 
used on Twitter falls into one of four major categories: insults [IN], pointed criticism [CR], 
challenging or unpalatable questions [CQ], and negative expressives [NE]. The analysis 
showed that the four pragmatic categories of impoliteness suggested in the current study have 
similar features to those occurring in Culpeper’s (2010) conventionalized impoliteness 
framework, but they are used in different patterns due to the type of the language and the target 
discourse in the current study. The most frequent category was insults [IN]. There were 
different grammatical patterns utilized in this category. The most repeated pattern was 
personalized negative vocatives which was mainly controlled, in the data collected, by the use 
of noun phrases and epithets. There were very few instances in which modifiers were used in 
this pattern. Another pattern that was manifested when using offensive language on Twitter 
was personalized negative assertions which was controlled by the use of modifiers and 
comparative adjectives. The pattern of personalized negative references was not very frequent 
since it occurred in only one or two examples. This pattern is utilized through the use of 
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pronoun references and modifiers or noun phrases. A very common pattern in this category 
was the use of third-person negative references which mainly includes a third-person pronoun 
and a noun phrase or a modifier. The analysis showed that the four categories could be applied 
to online discourse paying attention to the different nature of interaction. The patterns of 
offensive language in the data of the current study were utilized differently with respect to the 
computer-mediated interaction.  
Regarding the use of offensive language in the other three categories, the analysis 
showed that the patterns in the [CR] category were mostly nominalized. The use of noun 
phrases was predominant in this category, and there were few instances of attributable 
adjectives patterns. As for the [NE] category, nominalization is still the controlling pattern. 
There is also a frequent use of modifiers and genitive constructions. Finally, the least frequent 
category, challenging or unpalatable questions [CQ], had its tweets in question forms some of 
which started with judgmental statements. 
The results showed that tweets of the [IN] category contain clear and personalized 
egregious insults to particular individuals. The analysis showed that many tweeps tend to use 
obscenity and offensive language to attack public figures or attack other tweeps with whom 
they have a disagreement with. Different from face-to-face interaction, where using offensive 
language is quite face-threatening, Twitter users resort to [IN] to attack other people who are 
not present on the timeline. Nevertheless, in many cases, tweeps use [IN] to attack each other 
on the timeline when they quarrel about a given issue, or when they have opposite viewpoints 
about a certain issue or person, for example when a pro-Sisi tweep responds to or attacks an 
anti-Sisi tweep or vice versa. The [CR] and [CQ] categories are similar to the [IN] as tweets in 
this category direct clear offensive insults to entities, situations, or certain issues. Tweeps point 
their bitter criticism at a group of people or a given issue using offensive language to make 
cynical comments on political or economic situations in Egypt, social issues, or decisions made 
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by officials. Analyzing the tweets of the three categories revealed that tweets which include 
offensive language have become conventionally acceptable in the Twitter community. When 
Egyptians started to use Twitter as a social platform after the revolution in January 25, 2011, 
they found the use of offensive language quite unacceptable, and many tweeps did not accept 
such use of offensive language. There were some angry reactions towards tweeps using 
offensive language, which included blocking them. Over the past six years, and gradually, the 
use of such offensive language on Twitter for bitter criticism and attacking other people or 
tweeps has became very common and acceptable. Tweeps no longer block other tweeps for 
that reason. 
Regarding the third question, i.e., the different contexts that trigger the use of offensive 
language on Twitter, the analysis showed that political and recent economic issues in Egypt 
always trigger direct insults [IN], especially when tweeps angrily and offensively attack public 
figures such as the President, officials, TV announcers and journalists. The same applies to 
pointed criticism [CR]. Most offensive language meant to cynically or bitterly comment or 
criticize an issue or an entity is triggered by the context of politics and economic crises. The 
context of soccer games is a very common context that triggered an excessive use of offensive 
language while tweeting. The soccer game context always triggered direct insults as well as 
bitter criticism to players, coaches, as well as the presidents of the famous Egyptian clubs. In 
contrast, the tweets including negative expressives [NE] are usually triggered by the mental 
and psychological state of the tweeps. Many of the [NE] tweets are decontextualized as they 
do not refer to a particular context that triggers the use of offensive language, but they represent 




Delimitations and suggestions for further studies 
Impoliteness has usually been approached and researched from a perspective that 
focuses on spoken discourse and face-to-face interaction. The current study took a different 
perspective exploring impoliteness in social media discourse. Similar to what Culpeper (1996, 
2003, 2005, 2008, 2010) tried to do in his research on impoliteness in spoken discourse, the 
present study tried to build up a framework for conventionalized impoliteness in social media. 
With respect to offensive language, there are many areas that have not been researched yet, and 
many questions that still need to be answered. This study attempted to analyze the pragmatics 
of the offensive Arabic language used by Twitter users as well as the contextual triggers for 
the use of this language. This study moved from a purely lexical and syntactic analysis to a 
semantic and pragmatic one. The purpose here was to reveal how different personal attitudes 
and feelings are reflected through the use of offensive language since this language is expressed 
in subtle and complex meanings which this study analyzed. 
There are some variables such as age, educational background, and gender that have 
not been the focus of the current study. These variables are not researched in the current study 
due to the fact that they will make the focus of the study a sociolinguistic one, and this is not 
the aim of the study. These variables can be investigated in further sociolinguistic research as 
they are of a significant impact when the use of offensive language in social media is in 
question. Another point that can be investigated further by researchers in the field of 
computational linguistics — which is also not the focus of this study — is to create a large 
corpus of the offensive Arabic language in social media and investigate the frequency of the 
occurrences of impoliteness pragmatic categories and their implications and create statistics 
that arrange these categories and their functions from the most frequent to the least frequent. 
There is a phenomenon that has been observed during data analysis which is the shift from the 
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variety of Modern Standard Arabic to the variety of Egyptian Colloquial Arabic in the same 
tweet. Many tweets included an unusual diglossic shift from MSA to ECA accompanied by the 
unusual use of offensive language. This suggests that further research could fruitfully be 
conducted investigating sociolinguistic aspects such as register, dialects, gender or age 
differences.  One more thing to add here is that further research could apply the framework 
suggested in the current study to investigate the pragmatic categories, strategies of impoliteness 
and its functions in other social networks such as Facebook as this paper focused on only 
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Appendix A. The Pronunciation of the Letters of the Arabic Alphabet 


























و w, uː 
ي J, i: 
ء ʔ 
ة a, ah 
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